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ABSTRACT

The film industry is a male dominated field. This is not new information. Directing,
cinematography, and musical composition are the most heavily male governed above-theline crew positions, with women only making up 12% of directors as of 2018 (Quick, “The
data…”). There is an unfortunate hesitation in support for female filmmakers from the part
of studios. Melissa Silverstein of “Women and Hollywood” writes that there are quite
specific visual expectations of a director to be a “white male with greying hair,” as this is
what people are used to (Smith, “Female trouble…”). To go along with this, only 35% of
speaking roles in film are given to women, and that decreases further to 24% in terms of
actual leading protagonist roles (Quick, “The data…”).
One of the larger contributions to this is the disparity of language between men and
women, and how such differences can affect perceptions of strength. Women are more
likely to use apologetic language, or tones of hesitancy (Zhukovsky, “Speaking Up…”).
While one’s use of language does not negate the credibility of their ideas, an apologetic
approach is not normally associated with expectations of a strong director. Women in
filmmaking ventures can use language to their advantage, but those with a tendency to
sound apologetic are usually less likely to be taken seriously as an authoritative figure.
While it differs from its original intention, the short film “Come Up for Air”
displays weakness in both males and females, as it follows a young female protagonist that
does little to change her situation outside of lashing out in bouts of selfishness. When faced
with the same unapologetic selfishness from her father, however, she finds the strength to
forgo her pride and go to her sister as a form of her own apology. In this way, the

v

protagonist recognizes her own flaws through seeing the same flaw in someone else, yet
she chooses to overcome it, showing growth and strength.
After reflection upon the making of this film, as the film itself became a product of
weakness in its direction, this project endeavors to show how the realization of weakness
can work to transform it into that of strength.
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INTRODUCTION AND RATIONALE
My thesis short film “Come Up for Air,” originally titled “The Good Fight,” was
an idea that I pitched to the film faculty as a story inspired by my own life. My father died
from lung cancer when I was sixteen years old. During his sickness, I remembered feeling
frustration and anger at him, as I viewed him as responsible for his own death through his
weakness for an addiction that he knew was hurting him. I had yet to see a film that I felt
truly captured these negative feelings that come with dealing with cancer; nothing really
ever illustrates the cancer patient as the bad guy, save for maybe a dramatized anti-hero
like Walter White in Breaking Bad.
My first inspiration to make a film about such a personal story came from a
screening series that took place on campus during my first semester as a film student. On
the first night of the WKU 2015 Tournées Festival, Chantal Akerman’s experimental
documentary One Day Pina Asked screened. Dr. Hovet, who presented the film, mentioned
that her films very often came from a personal place. Indeed, almost all of her films either
originated from an aspect of her real life, or actually featured her as one of the lead
characters. Her film News from Home, for instance, featured Akerman’s own narration as
she read letters from her mother in Belgium.
I also had a wish to create a film that depicted young girls in a fist fight in an
empowering way, which made up the second aspect of my pitch. I had seen this done in
some of my personal favorite films, Andrea Arnold’s Fish Tank (2009), and Céline
Sciamma’s Girlhood (2014). Fish Tank follows an aspiring teenage hip-hop dancer as she
navigates her sexuality. When she encounters a group of girls in bright, feminine clothing
practicing a provocative dance routine, she insults their ‘leader’ at being bad at dancing,
1

then head-butts her when they insult her back. Similarly, Girlhood follows a teenager as
she discovers a new identity with a local girl gang. She engages in a fight with a rival girl
gang as a rematch for the pride of her gang’s leader, ultimately proving successful and
winning the respect of her peers. Both of the protagonists in these films experience
entrapment within impoverished, single-parent families, and wish to explore their
femininity through nontraditional means as a way of escape.

Figure 1. Still of fight scene from Fish Tank (2009)

Figure 2. Still of fight scene from Girlhood (2014)
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Using these two aspects, the original intent for the short film “The Good Fight” was
to create a work that added to the cinematic conversation by portraying women in times of
tragedy in a transformative way. The film would depict a young female protagonist dealing
with her father’s terminal illness by getting into fist fights at school, an activity one might
associate as traditionally masculine. This young female would be surrounded by the women
in her family as they performed duties outside traditional expectations of their gender due
to this time of duress, such as her mother taking on the role of sole provider of the
household, and her older sister taking on the role of family caretaker. By placing each
female in the film in such roles, the film would illustrate their strength through their ability
to adapt to traumatic situations.
Through the processes of developing and producing “The Good Fight,” the film
itself transformed into a project beyond these intentions, going so far as to even require the
title change “Come Up for Air.” It now presents a glimpse into a day in the life of a young
girl, Katie, who is oblivious to her own selfish intentions until faced with the same
selfishness from her father, as he chooses to continue to smoke despite the harmful effects
it has on himself and his family. The aspect of the ‘girl fight’ shrank in comparison to the
rest of the film as it became less about different presentations of strength, and more about
that of weakness.

3

Figure 3. Katie starts a fight with a girl at school.

Figure 4. Katie learns her father’s decision to continue smoking.

Figure 5. Katie approaches her sister to apologize.
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Most importantly, though, the project catalyzed a personal reanalysis of what it
means to be a director, particularly a female director telling a personal story. Expectations
of directors often involve images of strength, confidence, and a willingness to do ‘whatever
it takes.’ Through my experiences in creating this film, and in my post-production research
of other female filmmakers, there is often an unfortunate tendency for women in film to
resort to apology, or feelings of inconvenience. When researching video clips and images
of powerful female directors to include in my reflective video essay, I encountered a quick
panel discussion with Andrea Arnold at the Cannes premiere of Fish Tank; however, I was
dismayed to watch as an offscreen male interrupts one of Arnold’s comments about the
introduction of the women in the panel, to which she begins to visibly retract and apologize,
despite the unfinished comment holding potential for an interesting insight (“Cannes
2012…”).
In my own experience, these feelings caused numerous problems in my assertion
of authority and my ability to communicate during the production process. However,
through my reflection on my shortcomings, I began to see more of a significance in how
such shortcomings perhaps provided more meaning to the changes the film had undergone
than I had previously realized. Based on the experience of making this film, this project
demonstrates how the conflict between intent and the ensuing results can be more
transformative than if the project had gone according to its original goals. Much like the
film itself, the process of realizing my place as a female director has become more about
taking ownership of weakness, and embracing it for a new sense of strength.
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DIRECTING “THE GOOD FIGHT”
When I began “The Good Fight,” I had the idea that because it was a story I was so
emotionally invested in, I would be able to tune into my emotions to help me better
communicate what I wanted from my actors, and in turn recognize when their performance
was to my satisfaction. I had also had the advantage of taking the Directing course with
Professor Luke Pennington, in which I had the opportunity to direct a script with similar
content for an exercise; the exercise script dealt with two siblings, Susan and Todd, that
had recently lost both of their parents. Using the techniques that we learned in the class
over the course of three rehearsals, I felt strong about the performances of the two actors
in this exercise.
While directing the two actors in rehearsal, there were three rules in particular that
we had learned in class I made sure to constantly abide by:
1. The character’s goal or intention must be visual
2. We must be able to see, and therefore know, when the character has achieved or
lost their goal
3. The character’s goal or intention should be selfish. For the purposes of the scene
we were working, my actors and I would discuss and attempt different goals to see
what felt best for their characters.
Ultimately, we came to a collaborative conclusion that Susan’s goal was for Todd
to leave her so that she may continue packing up their childhood belongings to sell their
house, whereas Todd’s goal was for Susan to come back to bed to possibly rethink selling
their house. The success of either character’s goal would be shown visually with whoever
was left in the room at the end of the scene. If Susan was left alone, she achieved her goal.
6

Likewise, if Susan left the room with Todd, the room would be empty, showing that Todd
achieved his goal. The idea that their house might possibly be placed on the market to sell
was not written or established at any point in the script, it was an idea that my actors and I
had decided that would give the scene the necessary context to ‘color’ the performance.
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Figure 6. Director’s prep notes for
exercise scene “Let’s Go Home.”
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Having established this basic framework, on the day of filming the scene, I gave
both actors different intentions than we had previously rehearsed with. Susan’s ultimate
goal was to make Todd leave, and Todd’s ultimate goal was to bring Susan with him. With
these goals in mind, I had been rehearsing with them so that Susan would ‘deflect’ Todd,
and Todd would ‘coerce’ Susan. While this had been working well during rehearsals, when
it came to production, I could feel that something was not right with the performances.
Before the last take, Professor Pennington suggested that I give them a new verb, and that
they be the opposite of whatever I had been telling the actors before. I then directed Todd
to ‘blame’ Susan. This connected well with the actors, garnering fresh, complex
performances from both.
The exercise had given me numerous techniques with which to approach directing
“The Good Fight.” However, I found myself struggling with directing a good performance
during the first weekend of production. This was partially due to complications with the
lead actress, Katie Hubbard, and partially due to my lack of preparation. In contrast to the
open and collaborative relationship I had with the two actors of my directing exercise,
Katie seemed disinterested and distracted. During one of the takes on the first day of
production for Scene 4, when we had reversed the camera setup to get coverage of the
characters facing her, I had to cut the take early because she was on her cell phone and had
missed her line cue. I also found that I had not kept in mind the three rules I had learned
from my class while doing the necessary paperwork to prepare for the scenes we shot the
first weekend. I had made note of dramatic beats and places where the character Katie
would seek connection and be denied it, but I had not made her goals and intentions visual
enough.
9

Figure 7 Director’s preparatory notes for Scene 4.
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Figure 7.1 Director’s preparatory notes for Scene 4
(cont.)
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Rather than take control of the situation and find a way to motivate Katie, I recall
resorting to an idea of simply persevering through the rest of the shoot, regardless of the
quality. After the cell phone incident, there were numerous times where I wanted to circle
the take and continue, despite obvious production flaws that the rest of my crew would
point out. I openly disagreed with my cinematographer, Haley Meyers, over whether to do
another take of the final shot of the fight sequence, as she insisted that it was out of focus.
I wanted to continue to the next shot, not because I was satisfied with Katie’s performance,
but because I could tell that she was tired, and I did not know how to motivate her to go
for another stunt-intensive shot. We did go for another take, which proved to be the right
call on Haley’s part, as the others were indeed out of focus.
Another instance in which I felt particularly weak about my directing took place
while blocking Scene 2. This scene took place on the second weekend of production, and
the week between production weekends had allowed me to prepare more in terms of visual
goals and intentions. In this scene, the character Katie wanted her father to have breakfast
with her, instead of him laying on the couch alone. Visually, Katie would achieve her goal
if Marvin came with her into the kitchen; she would not achieve her goal if he stayed on
the couch. Breaking this scene down to its visual elements helped with discussing it with
the actors, Katie and John Wes Lewis. When showing the blocking of the scene, I was
actually happy with Katie and John’s performance, but I found that I was overcome with
emotion and began to cry in front of my crew as I relayed the coverage. This was a moment
of weakness, and because of it, Katie and John’s performance were not the same afterwards
when we went for picture. I found that I had to keep working with Katie on her direction,
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and I neglected to give John anything new after the first direction, resulting in wildly
different performances from Katie and somewhat stagnant performance from John.
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Figure 8. Director’s preparatory notes for Scene 2.
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Figure 8.1 Director’s preparatory notes for Scene 2 (cont.)
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While I ultimately did not feel strong about my direction over the project as a whole,
there were two instances in which I felt that I had procured a strong performance from my
actors. The first instance took place while filming Scene 9. We had rehearsed the scene
before with John and Katie, where John’s performance had been appropriate. However,
while rehearsing on the day of production, I found his performance to be too happy and
comforting towards Katie. This was the point in the script where the epitome of Katie’s
selfishness would be met with the epitome of her father’s. It was not something to be taken
lightly.
While the grip and lighting team took over the set, I took the opportunity to take
John away and talk to him one on one. I decided to use what Professor Pennington had
called the ‘emotional preparation’ technique. This technique is based on a concept of
renown acting teacher Constantin Stanislavski, in which the actor would be encouraged to
connect the character’s experience with that of a real memory or feeling from the actor’s
life, or their ‘emotion memory.’ Their emotion memory would be the means by which the
actor would combine action, imagination, and tasks into “the image of a character in
performance,” (Darvas, 90). The way Professor Pennington told my class to approach this
technique was to take the actor aside and ask two alternating questions:
1. What would it look like if ____ happened?
2. Why would that matter?
Before I began these questions, I informed John that I wanted to use this technique
with him, which would require that he connect his emotional memory to the character’s
experience in the scene. He had shared with me during his audition that he had once been
a smoker himself, but had quit years before. I began with “What would it look like if you
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had never stopped smoking?” On his answer, I immediately responded with “Why would
that matter?” After doing this for several moments, I realized we had come to the end of
the exercise when John finally responded with “I guess, I don’t matter.” Within this
headspace, I told him that his daughter in the scene, Katie, was a reminder of this fact, and
that she wanted him to reckon with the fact that his existence did not matter. From that, I
gave him the simple intention to ‘blame’ her. When it was time to film, his performance
was emotionally true to the nature of the scene.
The other instance where I had been proud of my performance as a director came
with working with Katie in the same scene. I was having more trouble getting her in the
appropriate headspace. When I tried to use the same technique with her, I could tell the
answers that she was giving me were shallow and disingenuous. I resorted to establishing
with her the visual goal for her character; in this moment, all the character Katie wanted to
do was show her father the detention note she received for starting a fight at school. We
discussed what this meant for the character, that this was her chance at finally gaining his
attention again. However, when we went for picture, I found that she was having trouble
with hitting her mark and performing her corresponding action.
What I did not realize was happening until two takes in was that, because Katie’s
hair was blocking the light from hitting her face, Haley Meyers and my production
designer, Erin Taylor, had told her to push her hair behind her ear when she hit her mark,
which conflicted with my direction of showing the note to her dad when she hit her mark.
I expressed frustration at this and asked that Katie’s hair be pinned back instead. Erin and
Haley disagreed with me on this action, and continued to tell Katie to just push her hair
back herself after I would give Katie her direction, which was confusing her. It also speaks
17

to who Katie perceived authority from, as perhaps if I had been more strong in my vision,
she would have listened to only me and not to Erin and Haley. We did this take a total of
eight times, none of which that I felt had a convincing performance. Eventually, I decided
that it was time to move on, as I could tell that Katie’s performance was becoming less and
less energetic with each take.
We moved on to the coverage of the note. Even though the camera only showed
Katie’s hands, I had Katie and John run the entire scene to assure that their motions would
be continuous with the rest of the coverage, including dialogue. When it was time for Katie
to say her line, she spoke in such a somber, subdued way, I recall looking up immediately
to see that she was actually giving the performance that I had been looking for. I realized
that when the camera was not on her face, she must not have been thinking about her
performance, which was causing it to come more naturally. To capture this, I told Katie
that the insert had been out of focus, and that we would have to go again. I then told Haley
and Alina Verenich, first assistant camera, to tilt up from the note in Katie’s hand so that
the camera could see her face. This was the performance pictured in the final version of the
film.

18

EVALUATION
For the purposes of the class, we were required to evaluate our crewmembers both
weekends so that our personal performances might improve. My classmates’ evaluations
of my performance as a director were largely unsatisfactory, and while I found them
difficult to read, I did agree. The majority of criticism centered around my lack of
confidence, and the problems that ensued because of it. It was through the peer evaluations
that I discovered that I had been prematurely rushing production.
The comments that were the most challenging were the ones that referenced my
tendency to apologize. The comment that particularly addressed it stated:
“…She needs to not psych the crew out because she’s worried. During one new
deal she apologized in advance (which she needs to not do so much) and said the blocking
was complicated, I was scared for one second but then I saw that i[t] was only a car moving
forward 5 feet and a girl running out of it.”
This comment was ultimately very enlightening. I had not previously considered
that my apologies would create uneasiness within my crew, I had believed it to be just a
form of politeness. However, this idea that my constant apologizing was adding so much
to the image of me as a weak director explained why I had trouble communicating
effectively with my actors and crew, and why some of them had not been listening to me.
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Figure 9. Peer evaluation for the first weekend of the
production.
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Figure 9.1 Peer evaluation for the first weekend of the
production (cont.)
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For the second weekend of production, I made a few personal goals based on this
feedback in an attempt to improve my projected confidence. My first goal was to stop
‘snapping’ at my team when they had concerns over flaws in general production; I felt
that it would be unfair to ask for respect without giving it in return. My second goal was
to spend more time with my actors off set, as I had the feeling that being in a separate,
private space with the actors would allow me to better communicate my ideas.
The second round of evaluations seemed displayed an improvement in approval
from my peers, as many commented that my overall demeanor was calmer and that I
seemed more open to the ideas of others. There was still a lingering critique on my
inclination to apologize, which was frustrating, of course, but I understood that I could
not dispel all of my flaws within the span of one week. These critiques lent themselves to
the idea that I had performed much better as a director during the second weekend than
the first.
While, overall, I agreed that my personal performance had improved, I had
trouble agreeing with some particular standards for why I had improved. Film is a
collaborative medium and it is important to take all creative insights of the above-the-line
crew in order to create the strongest work. However, I found it odd that so much of my
feedback from the first weekend had been concerned with my own confidence, while the
feedback indicating that I had improved for the second weekend was more concerned
with my willingness to listen to what others were suggesting that I do. One comment in
particular focused on how working with me had become ‘easier:’ “Working with you was
very very nice because I think we collaborated more and made scenes work/read a lot

22

easier. It means that you trusted my input for scenes and it was very easy to communicate
with you.”
I could not help but recall the disagreement between Haley, Erin, and I in which
they simply did not listen to me about an aspect of the scene, which would have cost us
Katie’s performance had I not noticed how she was acting without the camera on her
face. In this instance, I felt that had I been stronger and more assertive in my vision, and
less focused on making sure everyone else felt heard, we perhaps would have been able
to get the correct performance much sooner. This is not to say that I wish I had not
listened to my crewmembers, because it would be foolish to believe that I was the only
one on set with the ‘correct’ approach. I did, however, find it disturbing that others had
perceived me to become a better director because working with me had been ‘nice.’

23

Figure 10. Peer evaluation for the second weekend of the
production.

Figure 10.1 Peer evaluation for the second weekend of
the production (cont.)
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STRENGTH AND WEAKNESS
It was not until creating “Resolution: A Reflection on the Making of “Come Up for
Air”” that I was able to endeavor in an effective way to find resolution in my lack of
confidence and my constant apologies on set. I was not satisfied with my performance as
a director as a whole. I felt that I had allowed my feelings of insecurity to consume me,
and to overtake my language as I tried to assert my authority, resulting at first in an
inclination to retract and to retort. When I tried to correct these tendencies, my peers found
me easier to work with. However, I allowed my direction to be trampled upon, almost at
the cost of a crucial scene. I felt that I had failed, and that I would never become a great
director.
As I was accumulating videos for my reflective video essay, I encountered two
video clips that particularly spoke to my feelings of regret. One was the aforementioned
panel discussion with Andrea Arnold at the 2012 Cannes Festival (“Cannes 2012…”).
While it was disheartening to see Arnold—someone that I personally look up to—stumble
over her own words, it made me feel that at least I was not alone. It was a reminder that
there is still a need to fight for vision and voice. This moment of weakness did not make
Arnold a weak director, but rather it is a provocation for women to work harder to be heard.
The second video clip that provoked my personal revelation was the ending exit
interview of Pina Bausch in Akerman’s One Day Pina Asked. Akerman asks Bausch how
she sees her future. Bausch hesitates, and bows her head as she ponders this. She first
responds without any answer, stating how with all the problems in the world, it is difficult
for her to wish for anything for herself. It is interesting that she chooses to answer initially
in this way, taking the more feminine approach to deflect an opportunity to assert, and
25

rather passively project humility. But, quickly after this thought, Bausch continues with
the answer of “strength” (Akerman). Akerman chooses to frame Bausch in a way that she
is center of the frame, and does not cut away to any other shot during this hesitation. It is
as if Akerman is prompting Bausch to take a stand for herself, while forcing the audience
to watch and not look away. Through this, Bausch transcends a path of weaker language
into that of a strength.
This idea of forming strength from weakness appears in “Come Up for Air” through
Katie’s interactions with her father and her sister. The character, Katie, spends the entire
duration of the film attempting to break from the entrapment of her family. She does this
through the selfish tactic of starting a fight at school. When confronted with her father’s
own selfishness and refusal to apologize, Katie realizes the error of her ways, and attempts
to do better. It is an act of submission when Katie does this, as she is sacrificing her own
desires for the cause of the ‘greater good’ of the household. This can be seen as a weakness.
However, it is important that she does not apologize to her father. Instead, she goes to her
sister as an unspoken form of apology. This shows a moment of unity between the two
main females of the film, in spite of the overbearing circumstances around them. It is a
moment of strength in spite of the surrounding weakness.
While I may not have been particularly proud of my performance as a director for
this film, I would only be a weak director if I decided not to continue. Despite the more
difficult surrounding circumstances, such as Katie’s uncooperative attitude, disagreement
with my crew, or even the internal struggle of an inclination to apologize, there are still
instances of which I am proud of a performance I helped accomplish. Perhaps, then, this is
the path for women in film to rise, both in numbers and visibility. We can approach
26

directing and any other aspect of filmmaking as a way to find and assert our strength out
of what others may perceive as weakness. This is not to say that we should stop improving
the way we speak, but perhaps that we can stop feeling insecure about it. Women have
much to say both in front of and behind the camera. We should proclaim it in our own way.
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APPENDIX: SCRIPTS FOR REFERENCE
For purposes of clarity, these are scripts of importance to this project as a whole,
some of which are referenced by scene number throughout this paper.
“The Good Fight”
This first draft of the film featured a dramatically different storyline. While it
allowed for a more believable growth in character due to the extended time frame, it was
mostly unclear in intentions and audience takeaway.
“The Good Fight” – One Day
This version of the script was the working draft for the majority of the film’s preproduction stage. By containing the narrative to one day as opposed to three, this version
of the film allowed for a deeper exploration of each character as opposed to a longer
timeframe. This version of the script was used for director’s preporatory notes.
“The Good Fight” – Shooting Script
This is the version of the script used for production. There were slight changes in
location made due to weather, as well as a rethinking of the necessity of scenes 8-10 from
the previous draft.
“Let’s Go Home”
This script, written by Elizabeth West, was selected for my Directing lab exercise.
Due to the fact that I was taking the Film Capstone class simultaneously, my actors and I
were only required to rehearse and film the second scene.
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